Outcomes of an international volunteer surgical project for patients with cleft lip and/or cleft palate: A mission in developing Laos.
Cleft lip and/or palate (CL/P) is a common birth defect of complex etiology. CL/P surgery is generally performed in infancy to allow for improvements in esthetics, suckling, and speech disorders as quickly as possible. We have engaged in activities such as free-of-charge surgery for CL/P a total of 12 times from 2001 to 2016 in Lao People's Democratic Republic (Laos). The United Nations has designated Laos as a Least Developed Country; it is one of the poorest countries in Asia. We have carried out our activities for a long time, primarily in CL/P patients who cannot undergo surgery for financial reasons, and we have performed CL/P-related surgeries for 283 patients up to 2016. When we began our activities in 2001, the mean age at first cheiloplasty was 11.6 years, which dropped over time until 2016 when the mean age was 1.8 years. A linear regression analysis showed a significant difference between the age at first lip plasty and the year of first operation (β = -0.35; P < 0.001). This was likely an effect of continuing to train local medical staff in surgical techniques and donating surgical tools and facilities over a period of 16 years while building a good relationship with local staff. However, the healthcare system in Laos is an obstacle to some patients who still cannot undergo CL/P surgery in infancy for financial reasons. We therefore need to support Laos to provide treatment on their own as we continue to carry out our activities for CL/P patients.